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Victorian England made a clear division between gender roles of men and women. The life of a conventional Victorian woman was focused on marriage and her family and her upbringing was based on this. It was her goal to “be the guardian of moral, spiritual and domestic values” (Harrison 157). In the Victorian period, many young girls were “brought up to be perfectly innocent and sexually ignorant” (Vicinus 9). The typical Victorian woman was thought to be weak and passive. She was taught to be submissive to authority and to keep her opinion to herself or not to have an opinion at all (9). Within the home, a Victorian woman took charge of the household and the education of the children, but at the same time she was to provide a place of comfort for her husband, who performed the public tasks of the family (9). The Victorian male was “controlled, systematic, symbolic of achievement and order” (Kent 32). However, men were also thought to be liable to corruption and greed. In general, though, the Victorian male was believed to be the perfect father and friend: he was a social person and also spent much time with his children.  
	In this period, Oscar Wilde was growing up to become one of Britain’s best-known writers. His private life was controversial with regard to gender roles and he was known for not following conventions. Even though he was married, he preferred to spend his time with young students and was said to have had romantic relations with some of them. He was convicted for homosexuality and spent two years in prison. Some critics argue that Wilde’s work does not show much of the unconventionality of his personal life. They also criticise the author for not displaying much social criticism in general. However, others argue that his works and especially his best-known play, The Importance of Being Earnest, are very critical of traditional Victorian gender roles. 
Many critics have argued that Wilde failed to escape the influence of his contemporaries. In his study, Oscar Wilde and the Theatre of the 1890s, Kerry Powell discusses Wilde’s plays in relation to their contemporary context. Powell argues that the circumstances for Wilde to write “plays which made more than superficial claims upon his audience” were right, since after the introduction of Ibsen’s plays on stage, London theatre knew “an intellectual and aesthetic excitement” (2). In his study, the critic discusses Wilde’s plays and lists several plays from the 1890s from which Wilde borrowed material. Powell proposes that Wilde “combats” (8) popular nineteenth-century drama and its conventions. According to the critic, The Importance of Being Earnest, “subverts the comedies which from another point of view it imitates” (6). However, Powell also suggests that Wilde merely wanted to be successful in the popular theatre, an ambition which caused him “to risk the loss of artistic prestige” (5). Finally, the critic concludes that Wilde’s ambition to succeed in popular theatre caused him to compromise his work. 
Similarly to Powell, St John Hankin, in his 1912 study “Wilde as Dramatist,” discusses how Wilde’s eagerness to succeed in popular theatre caused him to adapt to nineteenth-century theatrical conventions: “He [Wilde] looked around him at the kind of stuff which other playwrights were making money by, examined it with contemptuous acumen, saw how it was done – and went and did it likewise” (70). Hankin suggests that Wilde was not original and had no desire to write social commentaries. 
	In his study, Oscar Wilde: Das Literarische Werk zwischen Provokation und Anpassung, Nortbert Kohl argues that Wilde is in fact a conformist rebel. According to the critic, Wilde lacked the involvement and the interest to write about social reformations (251). Instead, he merely ridiculed social conventions “without ever actually departing from them” (Eltis 2). Kohl does acknowledge that Wilde took a step in the critical direction, but failed to succeed because “he lacked the courage to commit himself” (Eltis 2). Finally, Kohl concludes that Wilde was, personally as well as professionally, consistently a conformist rebel (Kohl 251). 
	Some critics, however, do see the more radical aspects of Wilde’s work. Katharine Worth’s study, Oscar Wilde, acknowledges Wilde’s sympathies for the role of women in England. The critic suggests that Wilde’s plays undermine “the Victorian hierarchy” (Worth 11) and therefore show his radical ideas about the position of women in society.  
	In her 1996 study, Revising Wilde: Society and Subversion in the Plays of Oscar Wilde, Sos Eltis suggests that Wilde “was a political radical, a harsh critic of his society and its moral and sexual laws” (Eltis 4-5). The critic discusses a variety of Wilde’s plays and shows how Wilde’s careful revisions of his characters, from conventional to confrontational, contributed to his criticism on society. Eltis establishes that Wilde was an “anarchist, socialist and feminist” (6) and suggests by, for example, highlighting his work for a women’s magazine, The Woman’s World, that Wilde did not follow Victorian conventions, but challenged them. The Importance of Being Earnest shows a “deceptively familiar farcical structure” in which “he not only smuggled in a sharp satirical criticism of his society and its mores, he also gave imaginative life to his perfect anarchist state” (199). The critic concludes that Wilde’s plays “subverted the conventions of the popular stage, challenged the strict morality they upheld, and offered instead a creed of understanding, sympathy, and forgiveness” (209). 
This paper will take into consideration Lady Windermere’s Fan, An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest and I will analyse if Wilde challenges society and its existing values through these plays. Firstly, Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband will be discussed. These plays, together with A Woman of No Importance, were written in the same decade, have similar plot constructions and are believed to be more conventional with regard to gender roles. Then, The Importance of Being Earnest will be tested against the conclusions from the first chapters and the following question will be answered: in what way does the behaviour of male and female characters in The Importance of Being Earnest differ from Victorian conventions and Wilde’s plays Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband and does Wilde’s best-known play show any comment on society or is it, as some critics argue, a more trivial play? 
In the first chapter the British historical perspective on gender roles will be discussed so as to provide a framework for the rest of the paper. In chapter two, Oscar Wilde’s own life will be explored with regard to gender roles to see which of the themes from his plays have been derived from his private life. Chapter three will analyse Wilde’s plays Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband based on gender roles. Chapter four will discuss Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest and consider in what way Wilde comments on Victorian life. Finally, taking into consideration all four chapters, I will be able to draw conclusions as to Wilde’s opinion on gender roles in general. 


1. Traditional Victorian Gender Roles

Throughout the Victorian period, there was a strict separation between the public and the private sphere. Men were to handle public affairs and women were to take charge of domestic life. This division in roles was based on “a fusion of values and assumptions culled severally from religion, … biology and tradition” (Levine 12) and was widely accepted by the majority of both sexes (Jalland 7). Many of the Victorian values were founded on Christian concepts. Annette Chang describes how the idea of female servitude in domestic life originates from the Garden of Eden, quoting a line from the book of Genesis to illustrate her point: “To the woman he [God] said... your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you” (1). Since Protestantism was an important aspect of Victorian life, many of its values were adapted to family life. In the plays that will be discussed in the third and fourth chapter, specific elements of gender roles will be discussed, such as the proper roles for men and women, the older generation who represent traditional values and the younger generation, represented by the new woman. The focus in this chapter will be on those aspects, to provide a historical background for the analysis.
The separation of spheres determined the level of education for both men and women. Young girls were raised to fulfil serving roles while boys in the upper classes received an education in business, the classics and other important subjects that could help them in their future public lives. In contrast, with her mother as her role model, a young girl from the upper classes in the Victorian period was to become the so-called “Angel in the House - a moral, yielding, domestic paragon” (Rose 1). This angel was to stay at home and exert her good, moral influence on the rest of her family (1). For this reason, education for young girls was often limited to lessons in self-sacrifice and subordination, qualities which would help them in their future lives as wives and mothers (Jalland 8). A classical education for girls was not only thought to be superfluous, but also damaging: “If women’s energies were diverted from reproductive to intellectual ends, the human race would suffer” (8). 
When girls from the upper classes, such as the characters of Wilde’s plays, were educated in the second half of the nineteenth century, in most cases the education took place at home. Many families hired a governess or nurse to school their daughters (Jalland 10). The level of education was poor, since governesses only had a basic form of schooling. They often attended special schools designed for governesses where they were given an “English education and accomplishments” (Amies 548) training. This English education consisted of basic skills such as reading, writing and grammar. No classical languages were taught nor any advanced mathematics. The accomplishments consisted of skills such as playing the piano, singing and basic needlework (549). With the years, the quality of education of girls of the upper classes slowly improved. 
Besides the possibility of being educated by a governess, new colleges and schools for girls emerged in the final two decades of the nineteenth century. Many upper class girls had come to see their domestic way of life as boring and believed education to be “the key to a broad range of other freedoms” (Levine 26), such as a job, independence and an escape from their every day life. So, in the 1890s, new private schools for girls were built and women’s colleges emerged at the University of London and Manchester (27).
The upper classes also held ideas about the ideal male behaviour. The role model for young boys was the Victorian gentleman. This gentleman, was, for example, “expected to be honest, dignified, courteous, considerate and socially at ease” (Harrison 42). It was thought that one could only become a gentleman if one was part of an elite family (Cody 1). This idea resulted in some struggles between the aristocracy and the newly rich, who also believed to be gentlemen based on their wealth and power (1). Members of the upper classes, like Wilde’s characters, and the aristocracy believed trade and the industries not to be gentleman-like and their children adopted these ideas (Harrison 19). The education boys of wealthy families received often consisted of a few years at public or boarding schools and afterwards an education at one of the ancient universities such as Oxford or Cambridge. According to some critics, their education was “heavily biased towards classical and literary studies and against science and technology” and as a result they acquired “attitudes which were unfavourable to industry and commerce” (20). 
Playing sports, especially team sports, was an important part of Victorian secondary school life. Boys were encouraged to play sports such as cricket, football and rugby. Team sports were thought to give even boys “with average, or below average, academic interest” an “accomplishment… in which to take pride” (Landow 1). Furthermore, sports kept students “busy and therefore out of trouble” (1) and taught them “an important form of socialization because they teach participants the value of individual sacrifice for the sake of a group” (1). These kind of educational values were thought to be useful in the boys’ working life. 
The classical education boys of the upper classes received often resulted in occupations such as that of barrister, Member of Parliament or Major in the army. Members of the aristocracy depended on land ownership for much of their income (Harrison 30). When men were not at work, they spent their time at Gentlemen’s or smoking clubs, music halls or out playing sports (Huggins 589-590). Many of the members of the upper classes spent their time in the country or abroad and when the London Season began, they resided in their town houses (Harrison 35). Especially the younger, unmarried men, with much more free time than their seniors, were thought to be leading “full and merry” (Huggins 590) lives. Often they were away from home for their studies and this distance created an opportunity to have “a more hedonistic lifestyle, more frivolous, more idle and more immoral” (590). Many of the younger males were thought to do nothing more than to drink and bet. 
Before marriage and often also after, male sexual adventures were tolerated as a consequence of the double standard in sexual practices (Savage 35). In the Victorian period, society “had a very stringent sexual code including a widespread and principled belief that there should be discipline and unobtrusiveness in all sexual activity” (Morley 1). However, if there was any talk of sexual affairs, the attitude towards men and women was very different. This double standard caused women to be looked down upon when they were known for having sexual relations, while society silently approved of sexually experienced men. In addition, men sometimes engaged in extramarital affairs after marriage. These affairs were not approved by society, but men were often not condemned for them, as long as they dealt with them in a discreet and private way (3). Women, on the other hand, “were held much more accountable for their sexual behaviors and improprieties” (1) and were treated as outcasts or fallen women if they were known for having sexual relations with men.  
	Once girls from the upper classes had reached marriageable age they often visited London during “the Season” and attended balls where eligible bachelors could be met. The season was used by girls to be presented to society and to let men know they were available for marriage (Jalland 22). Many girls therefore regarded the Season as a marriage market. However, due to the conventions of society, it was difficult to get in contact with someone of the other sex. Young, unmarried girls were not allowed to be alone with a man unless a chaperone was present (24). Once a man had intentions to marry a girl, he had to follow the strict rules of courtship set by society and also convince her parents. These rules were often written down in marriage manuals (27). Towards the end of the century parental guidance was no longer as strict as in the past, but in some cases interference was needed, for example when a girl wished to marry someone outside of her class or when the money of the family was at stake (51). 
	After a man and a woman were married, they fulfilled the roles they were educated for; the woman that of loving housewife and the man that of the breadwinner. A man and woman were seen as one and the same person and the woman therefore had no legal independence (Kent 27). In the course of the nineteenth century, laws changed in favour of women. In 1882, the Married Women’s Property Act was passed and with this act women earned the right to be in possession of their own property (28). Laws on divorce also became more and more lenient. Many of these kinds of changes were made under pressure from the women’s movement, which arose in the second part of the century (Harrison 169).  
	In 1867, the “National Society for Women’s Suffrage” (Harrison 175) emerged and set goals such as liberal individualism. Leaders of the movement were all middle- or upper-class. In the early years of its existence, the movement was small and not very successful, but towards the end of the century, “it kept the women’s question in the public eye” (179) and helped inspire many women to stand up for themselves. Slowly, the idea of the new woman emerged. To the traditional men and women from the 1890s, this woman was rather different, “because she upset deeply-held assumptions and threatened the conventional bases of society” (180). The new women inspired many writers to include women like them in their works, and so did Wilde, in, for example, An Ideal Husband. 
	These were the gender roles of Victorian society at the time Wilde lived his life and wrote his plays. As we will see in the next chapter, his public and private life are interesting to explore with regard to gender roles, since Wilde often showed conventional as well as unconventional behaviour. Some of the themes he uses in his work have been derived from his own life. 


2. The (un)Conventional Oscar Wilde

Oscar Wilde was born as Oscar Fingal O’ Flahertie Wills Wilde on 16 October 1854 in Dublin, Ireland. His parents, William Wilde and Jane Francesca Wilde were middle-class, William being a well-known ear and eye surgeon and Jane Francesca being a poet and critic (Ellmann 15). The Wildes were local celebrities at the time of Oscar’s birth. His father wrote books on his medical specialty and was knighted in 1864. His mother, besides being a literary artist, was also a passionate nationalist (Terpening 6). The Wildes gave many dinner parties in their house at Merrion Square, inviting people from different branches, such as actors, writers and scientists. 
At a young age, Wilde did not want to follow conventions and decided to dress up during weekdays and not participate in any games, even though this distanced him from other boys at school. In 1871, Wilde left for Trinity College, Dublin. His fellow students started to dislike him for his fancy clothes and his refusal to play sports (Terpening 12). On the other hand, he was praised for his entertaining stories and the witty nicknames he gave his schoolmates (12). Critics have argued that it was at Trinity that Wilde developed his characteristics: “his dandiacal dress, his Hellenistic bias, his ambiguous sexuality, his contempt for conventional morality” (Ellmann 32). These qualities were developed further at Oxford, where Wilde started his education at Magdalen College in 1874.
At Oxford, Wilde shocked some of his friends because they felt he was developing some characteristics that made them doubt his heterosexuality. They remarked “something effeminate in his swaying walk” and noticed “a sort of horribly feminine air about him” (Ellmann 57). Wilde took pleasure in inviting many young students to his social gatherings, who “expressed delight in each other’s beauty and brilliance” (Terpening 13). Some of his fellow students, however, interpreted this preference for young men as a sign of possible homosexuality. A fellow student of Wilde’s, André Raffalovich, said that Wilde talked about himself as having “as much pleasure in talking about the subject of homosexuality as others in practising it” (Ellmann 59). 
	Due to increasing gossip about his possible homosexuality and pressure from his mother to find a wealthy wife so the family could pay their debts, the idea of marriage arose. As a result of the ongoing gossip, Wilde felt himself constantly defending himself. Like Ellmann suggests, a marriage would silence the moralists who spread rumours about him: “married, he might confront society without having to affront it” (220). His mother also expressed her wish for Oscar to marry. The family was in debt after his father passed away and a wealthy bride would solve many of their financial problems (220). Wilde met a young girl, Constance Lloyd, who was three years younger than him, had a basic education and was said to be fairly intelligent but shy. Finally, after a long period of courtship, Wilde proposed to Constance. Their wedding took place on 29 May, 1884 at St. James’s Church, London. 
Despite his efforts to portray conventional behaviour and love his wife, Wilde did not seem very happy being married. During his marriage, Wilde was often away giving lectures and did not have much time for family life. Wilde’s first son, Cyril was born on 5 June 1885. Shortly afterwards, on 5 November 1886, their second son, Vyvyan was born. Ellmann suggests that even though Wilde still loved Constance, the steadiness of family life bored him (251). He loved his sons very much, but showed a preference to spend his time away, for example at Oxford, where he entertained young students.  
At that same time, Wilde became interested in the role of women in England and accepted a position as editor of The Woman’s World. Wilde consented to the job so he could share his point of view on dress and include articles about women, their education and other activities (Ellmann 275). In a letter to Louise Chandler Moulton he writes: “I… am anxious to make it an organ through which women of culture and position will be able to express their views” (Wilde 302). He asked many different women to contribute and write for the magazine, covering topics such as feminism and the need for education for women. In the years he worked for The Woman’s World, Wilde made a significant contribution to the emancipation of women in Victorian England. 
Wilde’s marriage to Constance did not work out due to, amongst other reasons, his love for young, intellectual men. Even though Wilde knew that homosexuality was illegal, he had secret homosexual affairs with young men such as Robert Ross, John Gray and his most important love, Lord Alfred Douglas, nicknamed ‘Bosie’. Douglas and Wilde met in 1892, when Douglas was studying at Magdalen College, Oxford. Wilde had developed a habit of staying in hotels where he could meet his male friends. Therefore, the contact with his wife ceased and they did not have sexual relations anymore (367). 
Wilde’s private life was made public after having been accused by Alfred Douglas’ father, the Marquess of Queensberry, of being a homosexual. The Marquess had strong objections to Douglas and Wilde’s relationship and sent Wilde a note at his club, declaring him a “Somdomite” (Allingham 2). Wilde felt offended and decided to sue Queensberry for libel. The charges for libel were eventually dropped, but Wilde was charged with sodomy. He was sentenced to serve two years in prison. After his release Wilde fled the country and spent the last years of his life living like an outcast in Europe. His family had been estranged from him at that point: his wife refused to see him and did not allow him to see his children (Terpening 21). 





3. Exploring Gender Roles in Wilde’s Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband

In 1892, Lady Windermere’s Fan was first produced. It received mixed reviews but was very successful. In the play, Wilde explores and questions London society of the 1890s and challenges existing ideas about marriage and the perfect wife. He also does this in his 1895 play, An Ideal Husband. It is interesting to compare these two plays, because together with A Woman of No Importance, they are considered three of his more conventional plays with regard to gender. Different aspects of gender will be analysed in both plays, for example the perfect wife and husband, male morals, the fate of the adventuress and the new woman. In general, Wilde seems to question the conventional ideas about gender roles in society, but the plays both end on a traditional note. 

3.1 The Women
In Lady Windermere’s Fan Wilde shows that a Victorian woman sometimes had to choose between being the guardian of morality on the one hand and standing by her husband at all times on the other hand. The conventional wife, Lady Windermere, is a Puritan who was brought up by her stern aunt Lady Julia. The latter taught her “the difference that there is between what is right and what is wrong” (Wilde 329) and this difference allows no compromises. Throughout the play Wilde emphasises the innocence of Lady Windermere. Other characters describe her as “a thoroughly good woman” (344) and a woman who “has purity and innocence” (358). Her Puritan beliefs are what make her dislike Mrs Erlynne, a fallen woman who is trying to get back into society. In her opinion, when a person has made a mistake in his or her life, he or she should not be forgiven. When one of Lady Windermere’s friends, the Duchess of Berwick, shares her suspicions about an affair between Mrs Erlynne and Lord Windermere, Lady Windermere does not believe her and trusts her husband’s innocence at first. However, she does check her husband’s bank books and discovers he gave Mrs Erlynne large sums of money. She threatens to make a scene if Lord Windermere invites Mrs Erlynne to the party she is hosting the same night. She believes her husband has done her wrong and should not be forgiven. He, on the other hand, believes she should trust him because “a wife should trust her husband” (342). This comment problematises her Puritan idea about morality. On the one hand, Lady Windermere wants to be a perfect wife and the guardian of morality, on the other hand, she wants to be a perfect wife by supporting her husband in every way that she can. Wilde purposely shows that sometimes a woman is not able to do both.   
Even though Wilde makes Lord Darlington, the dandy of the play, comment on the hypocrisy Victorian society demands of women, this view is opposed at the end of the play, because Lady Windermere chooses a conventional role. While declaring his love for her, Lord Darlington asks Lady Windermere to choose between “living one’s own life, fully, entirely, completely – or dragging out some false, shallow, degrading existence that the world in its hypocrisy demands” (Wilde 346). This shows a negative view on the role of the perfect wife: society makes her be someone she is not. This is affirmed by Lady Windermere’s response: “I am afraid of being myself” (346). She chooses to be with Lord Darlington but still doubts her decision when she is waiting for him at his house. She suddenly sees she has been wrong and is ready to go home when Mrs Erlynne arrives to prevent her from making a mistake. The latter makes it clear that Lady Windermere’s choice for Lord Darlington will ruin her perfect life and uses conventional arguments for this such as “the horror of being an outcast, the wife’s duty to her husband, the mother’s duty to her child” (Eltis 81). Lady Windermere chooses to go back to her husband. Wilde’s conclusion contributes to the idea that a woman’s place is at home and “that her destiny is inseparable from the roles of wife and mother” (Powell 28). In this respect Wilde portrays Lady Windermere as a stereotypical, domestic wife who will support her husband.
Even though Lady Windermere is a traditional character who chooses a domestic life at the end of the play, she does expand her view on morality, which can be regarded as highly unconventional. Lady Windermere is able to expand her ideas on morality because she discovered herself not to be perfect for almost eloping with Lord Darlington. At the end of the play, she believes good women can do bad things and vice versa. She believes “there is the same world for all of us, and good and evil, sin and innocence, go through it hand in hand” (Wilde 369). Wilde was said to have borrowed some of his material from contemporary plays, but these plays did not portray such moral growth in female characters (Eltis 88). In this sense, Wilde challenges the existing ideas about the perfect wife. In the final scene, Lady Windermere chooses to support her husband, but at the same time she expands her view on morality and does not think in black and white any more. It is interesting, however, to note that Lady Windermere does not know the complete truth at the end of the play. Wilde purposely keeps her ignorant so she can remain innocent. Lady Windermere idealises her mother, whom she does not know. If she were to find out that her real mother is Mrs Erlynne, a fallen woman, her ideal would probably be shattered. 
In An Ideal Husband, Wilde criticises the ideals Victorian wives commonly held about their husbands. In the play, the main female character, Lady Chiltern, is introduced as a woman of “exquisite fragility” (Wilde 421). Like Lady Windermere, she is a Puritan and comments are made about her goodness and innocence throughout the play. She is said to be “a woman of the very highest principles” (435) and she “does not know what weakness or temptation is. She stands apart as good women do” (465). She also believes that mistakes of the past should not be forgiven. This shows in her behaviour towards Mrs Cheveley, a fallen woman like Mrs Erlynne, whom she distrusts. Her husband tries to convince her that Mrs Cheveley might have changed throughout the years, but she does not agree: “One’s past is what one is. It is the only way by which people should be judged” (437). She also judges her husband by this notion when she finds out his political career is based on a lie. Before, she was ignorant of any flaws in his character, which is why she idealises him. She believes women are in a way inferior to men and the love they have for their husbands is all they have: “men can love what is beneath them – things unworthy, stained, dishonoured. We women worship when we love; and when we lose our worship, we lose everything” (439). When Mrs Cheveley tells her she has a power over Lady Chiltern’s husband, Sir Robert, Lady Chiltern does not believe her at first and stands by her husband. She believes her husband to be incapable of doing wrong. She holds on to the ideal in her life, similar to Lady Windermere in Lady Windermere’s Fan. Once her husband’s secret is out, she is shocked, disgusted and feels he “has soiled” (456) her. In his turn, Sir Robert comments on the ideals women have. He believes they expect too much of men and as a result, create false idols. Like Lady Windermere, Lady Chiltern has always been kept ignorant. Once she finds out the truth, her ideal is shattered and her world is turned upside down. Not only does Wilde suggest that women should lower the bar on men and allow them to have weaknesses, he also challenges the idea of a sheltered upbringing for women, which causes them to behave like idealists.  
Even though Lady Chiltern in An Ideal Husband also experiences moral growth, Wilde reinforces the stereotype of the perfect wife by drawing an intellectual and emotional  distinction between men and women. Towards the end of the play Mrs Cheveley is in possession of a letter that Lady Chiltern wrote to Lord Goring saying: “I want you. I trust you. I am coming to you” (Wilde 459). The former threatens to send the letter to Sir Robert and Lady Chiltern feels they should intercept the letter to prevent her from any shame and protect her innocence. Sir Robert has received the letter but believes it was addressed to him and the couple reconciles. However, Lady Chiltern does encourage her husband to go and lead a quiet life, away from public duties and his political career. It is dandy Lord Goring who lectures her on the place of women in society. If she makes her husband lead a quiet, private life, she will kill his ambitions and with that his entire existence. He believes Sir Robert to be a man who was “made for triumph and success” (484) and if she were to limit him, he would be very unhappy. He goes on by saying that “women are not meant to judge us, but to forgive us when we need forgiveness” (484). Furthermore, “a man’s life is of greater value than a woman’s. It has larger issues, wider scope, greater ambitions. A woman’s life revolves in curves of emotions” (484). This speech makes Lady Chiltern see that she was about to make a mistake and she decides to support her husband. In this sense, she experiences moral growth. However, with this particular scene Wilde reinforces the existing stereotype “that women are intellectually the inferiors of men, unequipped for ambition and action, but well-suited for the homelike virtues of mercy and love” (Powell 101). It is interesting to note that Sir Robert delivers a speech in the final act of the play on the goodness of his wife: “What! Had I fallen so low in your eyes that you thought that even for a moment I could have doubted your goodness? Gertrude, Gertrude, you are to me the white image of all good things, and sin can never touch you” (Wilde 486). While he criticised his wife at the end of act two for turning him into a false idol, he now places her on a pedestal himself (Eltis 147). 
In both plays the wife sacrifices herself and her ideals for her marriage. In An Ideal Husband Wilde draws a clear distinction between men and women: women are emotional and therefore men are the ones who should be in charge. In Lady Windermere’s Fan, Lady Windermere is convinced by conventional arguments to return to her husband. She also accepts she is not perfect herself for almost running away with Lord Darlington and is therefore able to question her ideas about morality. Both Lady Windermere and Lady Chiltern expand their views on life: the former by accepting that every good person also has a bad side and the latter by accepting a similar notion; even though her husband was wrong in the past, she is able to forgive him and accept that he is not a bad person. With these two plays Wilde comments on the stern morality of women in marriage. He believes women should side with their husbands but at the same time gain a larger perspective on life by accepting that nobody is perfect. He also comments on the sheltering of young women during their upbringing. Sheltered women were often kept ignorant. In the plays, when Lady Chiltern finds out her  husband is not perfect, or when Lady Windermere believes her husband to have an affair with Mrs Erlynne, their ideals are shattered and Lady Windermere, for example, almost elopes with Lord Darlington. Wilde suggests that women could react quite strangely when they were taken out of their comfort zone. 

3.2 The Men
In Lady Windermere’s Fan Wilde draws a distinction between Lord Windermere and other men by portraying him as a model husband who has a strong sense of morality. On many occasions it is emphasised that Lord Windermere is not like any other man in town. When Lady Windermere suspects he is having an affair with Mrs Erlynne, her ideal of him is shattered, because she believed him to be flawless. Wilde portrays women as being far more moral than men by making Lord Windermere say: “none of us men may be good enough for the women we marry” (Wilde 338). This shows Lord Windermere’s tone throughout the play; everything he does is out of love for his wife. He wants to protect his wife and for this reason financially supports her mother, Mrs Erlynne. His protective urge can almost be seen as patriarchal, especially since he calls his wife “child” (338) on multiple occasions. However, while his wife expands her view of morality, Lord Windermere condemns Mrs Erlynne for being at a man’s house alone. This shows his sternness and moral character. As Nassaar argues, Lord Windermere “remains frozen at the state of purity and innocence” (21). Lord Windermere’s role in the play is fairly small but Wilde gives his audience a sense of his own view on morality.
In An Ideal Husband Wilde emphasises that men are not perfect and the standards by which they are judged by their wives and society should be lowered. Like Lord Windermere, Sir Robert Chiltern is also not like any other man, is called a genius and has a “high character, high moral tone, high principles” (Wilde 482). Because of these qualities, he is idealised by his wife, Lady Chiltern. In the past, Sir Robert made a mistake by sharing confidential information with a certain Baron Arnheim for which he received money. He believes it was a chance for him to gain power and wealth and defends his choice by saying it took great courage instead of weakness to yield to the temptation. Mrs Cheveley has threatened to go public with the information she has and ruin his career, but Sir Robert’s main concern is his wife: “If my wife found out, there would be little left to fight for” (445). He knows that because of Lady Chiltern’s Puritan view on life she will not be able to forgive him and is afraid he will lose her love and with that, his life. At the end of act two, Sir Robert delivers a speech on the idealisation of husbands by their wives. He says that men are able to love their wives despite their weaknesses but that this does not work the other way round. His wife put him on a pedestal and for this reason he was afraid to tell her of his weaknesses. The pressure she put on him to live up to her expectations has now ruined his life. 
In both Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband, Wilde portrays the majority of the men as immoral and untrustworthy, which paints a negative picture of the men in London society, but at the same time questions the perfection that was demanded of people. Wilde showed his audience that supposedly perfect people have flaws too. With regard to male morals, he criticises the hypocrisy of society, which did not allow men, nor women, to behave according to their true nature. By emphasising Sir Robert’s goodness in An Ideal Husband, Wilde sets him apart from other men in society with comments such as: “All your life you have stood apart from others. You have never let the world soil you” (439) and “Robert must be above reproach. He is not like other men” (447). These comments suggest that other men in society do let the world soil them and do not stand above reproach. In Lady Windermere’s Fan the same negative tone dominates the play. The Duchess of Berwick remarks that boys are “wicked” and “excessively immoral” (334). Lady Windermere responds with the question: “Are all men bad?” and the Duchess answers by saying that all of them are indeed bad, without exception. When Lady Windermere has heard rumours about her husband’s supposed romantic relations with Mrs Erlynne she does not believe him to be any different from other husbands in town: “I am told that there is hardly a husband in London who does not waste his life over some shameful passion” (338). Lady Windermere, in her fury, calls out that “men are such cowards. They outrage every law of the world, and are afraid of ‘the world’s tongue’” (352). In short, Wilde does not paint a pretty picture of men in Victorian society. They are believed to be immoral, cowardly and selfish. The idea behind this is that he wants his audience to expand their ideas about morality and accept that everyone has their own weaknesses. If everyone accepted this notion it would create a better sense of understanding and tolerance.
By using Sir Robert’s mistake in his political career as a metaphor, Wilde hopes to create an understanding of his personal flaws. Eltis argues that Wilde incorporates his personal sexual weaknesses into the play by using Sir Robert’s political flaw as a metaphor: “An Ideal Husband implies that society should accept the natural human failings of its leading figures, and so bring an end to hypocrisy, blackmail, and the tragic ruin of gifted men, men like… Wilde himself” (152). Wilde wrote the play during a turbulent time in his life, when he was suspected of being a homosexual and his relationship with his wife was far from perfect. Wilde started seeing himself “as a criminal, moving guiltily among the innocent” (Ellmann 261), which indicates he thought of himself as flawed. By questioning the existing notion that men should be perfect, Wilde hoped to create an understanding for his own flaws and weaknesses. In both plays Wilde emphasises that men are not perfect and that women should not idealise them as they do. Through the character of Sir Robert, Wilde criticises society and tries to make a case for his own sexual weaknesses.  

3.3 The Adventuress
By giving Mrs Erlynne in Lady Windermere’s Fan a happy ending, Wilde is quite unconventional, since fallen women in plays usually died or ended up in a convent. The adventuress or fallen woman was often a woman who left her family or child to “secure her own position in a corrupt society” (Powell 16). During the 1890s she became a stock character on whom the author could rely for a “tearful curtain and a nostalgic invocation of settled values and undisturbed norms of conduct” (16). In Lady Windermere’s Fan, Mrs Erlynne is the fallen woman who made mistakes in her past. She is said to be “horrid” (Wilde 332) but well-dressed nevertheless. Lord Windermere supports Mrs Erlynne financially, because the latter told him she is his wife’s mother and she blackmails him with this information. He tries to defend Mrs Erlynne and asks Lady Windermere to invite her to their party so she has a chance to get back into society. The women, with Lady Windermere as the main example, treat her like an outcast. The men seem to admire her as Cecil Graham remarks: “that woman can make one do anything she wants. How, I don’t know” (343). In the final act, Mrs Erlynne is set to leave the country. Even though she has fallen into public disgrace for being at Lord Darlington’s house alone, she remains strong, since she believes repentance to be “quite out of date” (366). The play ends quite happily for Mrs Erlynne, since she leaves the country with Lord Augustus, who is to marry her. In this perspective, Wilde is very unconventional, since “for a fallen woman to marry and thereby re-enter society was unthinkable” (Eltis 79). 
Wilde makes Mrs Erlynne protect her daughter, Lady Windermere, but the former uses conventional arguments to convince her not to leave her husband, which contradict her own life style. At the end of act three, Mrs Erlynne’s feels she has to protect her daughter from making a mistake that could ruin her life. She delivers a speech which makes Lady Windermere decide not to leave her husband for Lord Darlington. At the end of the act she sacrifices herself for her daughter and falls into public disgrace. She believes the decision she made in the past to leave her child was the right one, since she “has no ambition to play the part of a mother” (Wilde 365). Her maternal instinct did cause her to save Lady Windermere from public disgrace but she admits it does not suit her. She does prevent Lord Windermere from telling Lady Windermere the truth about the identity of her real mother, because she is afraid it will ruin Lady Windermere’s life and spoil the latter’s innocence. In Mrs Erlynne’s perspective, innocence equals ignorance. However, it is quite ironic that the emancipated Mrs Erlynne wants her daughter to assume a domestic lifestyle. She is keen on keeping Lady Windermere’s innocence protected, which is why she hides the truth from her. 
In An Ideal Husband Wilde does not reveal what happens to the adventuress, Mrs Cheveley, at the end of the play, which suggests he altered his views since he wrote Lady Windermere’s Fan. In An Ideal Husband, Mrs Cheveley fits the description of an adventuress. Wilde gives describes the character as being “a work of art, on the whole” (Wilde 422). She is said to be very beautiful, well-dressed and graceful in her movements. Mrs Cheveley has a political career and seems to manage quite well in that man’s world. With the information she has on Sir Robert, she tries to blackmail him. Sir Robert is intimidated by Mrs Cheveley’s proposal and wants to dig up a scandal to blackmail her in return. Lord Goring, however, comments that he does not believe “Mrs Cheveley [to be] a woman who would be easily frightened. She has survived all her creditors” (446). She is very eager to get what she wants and does not let anyone or anything distract her from it. She even tries to blackmail Lord Goring so he will marry her. He refuses her, but notices she is wearing a stolen brooch. At first, she lies about the brooch and claims it was a present to her, but Lord Goring perseveres and she admits to it. Goring also blackmails her: if she does not give him the evidence against Sir Robert, he will call the police. Mrs Cheveley gives in but immediately steals Lady Chiltern’s letter, which gives her new power. She sends this letter to Sir Robert to expose Lady Chiltern but this plan fails as Sir Robert believes the letter to be written directly to him. Mrs Cheveley simply disappears from the play with a “face illuminated with evil triumph” (473) and Wilde does not give his audience closure with regard to her position. He does suggest that people who made mistakes in the past sometimes do not change. Mrs Cheveley continues her bad behaviour, which indicates that people are sometimes not able or willing to change their personality. This is in contrast to Sir Robert, who made only one mistake and kept his moral character. 





In Lady Windermere’s Fan, Wilde mocks the idea that women had to be sheltered to remain pure by ridiculing the Duchess of Berwick and her ideas about marriage. Wilde uses the Duchess as a vehicle to portray “the materialism that lies beneath society’s stern morality” (Eltis 92). According to Eltis, the Duchess “keeps her daughter ignorant to ensure her marriageability” (92). She has heard some gossip about Lord Windermere and Mrs Erlynne, but before she tells Lady Windermere this she asks her daughter Agatha to go look at some photographs. The latter does not say anything in this scene besides: “Yes, mamma” (Wilde 332). The power her mother has over her is stereotypical. The Duchess is to arrange a marriage for her daughter and has chosen Mr Hopper, a very wealthy Australian, as a possible suitor for Agatha. She treats him like “a commodity” (Eltis 92): “Ah! we know your value, Mr Hopper. We wish there were more like you. It would make life so much easier” (Wilde 340). Again, the Duchess does all the talking and Agatha responds by saying “Yes, mamma” (340). Ironically, the Duchess calls her daughter her “little chatter-box” (340). Mr Hopper does propose to Agatha and since she has been taught to always respond with “yes” for an answer, they are about to move to Australia, something that the Duchess disapproves of. The matter ends unresolved but Wilde comments on traditional Victorian values. He challenges the sheltering of women during their upbringing and the materialism that often influenced the choice of a suitor by girls’ parents.
By using Lady Windermere as an example, Wilde shows what will happen to girls like Agatha who are sheltered during their upbringing. Agatha’s education was probably similar to that of Lady Windermere. The latter was also taught to obey and kept innocent. In the later part of her life, this causes some of her problems. She believes her husband, Lord Windermere, is having an affair and is therefore not perfect. This causes her ideal of him to be shattered. For this reason, she almost elopes with Lord Darlington, but she comes to her senses just in time. Wilde shows that if women are sheltered and kept ignorant, they may react in a very uncontrolled and even stupid way if their ideals are shattered. He suggests that this could happen to Agatha too, since her mother also shelters her and keeps her ignorant.   
	In An Ideal Husband, Wilde uses Lord Caversham and Lady Markby as vehicles to comment on existing values by letting them refer to old times. They are, however, challenged by the younger generation. Wilde makes Lady Basildon comment on qualities a woman should possess. Mabel Chiltern remarks that Mrs Cheveley is “a genius in the daytime and a beauty at night” (Wilde 430). Lady Basildon believes this combination to be “very unnatural” (430). This suggests that women were not in need of education when Lady Basildon was young. This is also explained by Lady Markby: “In my time, of course, we were taught not to understand anything” (452). She does not seem to disapprove of this ignorance, since she calls this system “wonderfully interesting” (452). Lady Markby also comments on marriages between people of different classes when she tells a story about a rich girl who is to marry a curate: “in my time we girls saw them [curates], of course, running about the place like rabbits. But we never took any notice of them, I need hardly say” (453). She seems almost nostalgic in this respect but does acknowledge that times are changing and that new things are possible. Lord Caversham also has the old perspective on marriage. His son, Lord Goring, asks him if he can choose whoever he likes as a wife. Lord Caversham replies by saying “it is I who should be consulted, not you. There is property at stake. It is not a matter for affection. Affection comes later on in married life” (463). This is the typical Victorian attitude of the upper class regarding marriage, which would normally not have been said out loud. Wilde purposely lays this idea bare to challenge it. Wilde uses “satirical portraits of the old order” (Eltis 136) to comment on society. In Lady Windermere’s Fan he uses irony to ridicule the Duchess and her ideas about marriage. In An Ideal Husband, he makes characters look back at old times and old customs. Lord Caversham comments on society and marriage but is constantly mocked by his son Lord Goring, who could represent Wilde’s own perspective on the matter. 

3.5 The New Woman	
By using progressive characters such as Mabel Chiltern, and to some extent Lady Chiltern, in An Ideal Husband, Wilde shows his support of women’s rights. Unfortunately, Lady Windermere’s Fan does not portray such clear-cut characters. At the time Wilde was writing the play, the women’s movement came into existence and women who advocated women’s rights were referred to as new women. Lady Chiltern is involved in the Woman’s Liberal Association. Lord Goring mocks the Association by supposing that all they do is look at each other’s bonnets. Lady Chiltern assures him they do much important work but says this with a sense of mockery: “Oh! dull, useful, delightful things, Factory Acts, Female Inspectors, the Eight Hours’ Bill, the Parliamentary Franchise…” (Wilde 446). Because of this remark it is not sure whether Lady Chiltern takes women’s rights very seriously. However, Lady Chiltern also declares her and Sir Robert’s support for women’s higher education. This relates to Wilde’s own opinion, which he expressed through his work for a magazine, The Woman’s World. In this magazine, Wilde advocates women’s rights and with that, the need for women’s education. In An Ideal Husband, Mabel is called “remarkably modern… A little too modern, perhaps” (451). According to Eltis, Mabel “stands conventional behaviour and morality on its head” and what makes her modern is her “independence of thought, her humorous worsting of her suitor and her espousal of an individual set of values” (Eltis 143). With regard to marriage, Mabel is also quite modern. She mocks Tommy Trafford for continually proposing to her and has made it a public secret that she loves Lord Goring. When the latter finally proposes to her, she accepts him and will let him be whatever he chooses, which is not necessarily an ideal husband, since she believes that to be “something in the next world” (Wilde 487). This relates to Wilde’s comments on the ideal husband. Through Mabel’s comment, he, again, suggests that men are not perfect and women should accept this. By adding a new woman to the play, Wilde advocates women’s rights, which relates to the work he did for The Woman’s World. 
	
3.6 The Dandy
By using dandies as commentators, Wilde is able to challenge existing ideas about life, society and marriage. The Wildean dandy was often a witty man, who was “content with philosophic contemplation” (Dawson 1) and who did not “involve himself in the worries of his friends, for worry signals suffering, and the… dandy will do everything possible to avoid suffering” (1). In act three, the men of Lady Windermere’s Fan have gathered at Lord Darlington’s home and talk about Mrs Erlynne and women in general. Cecil Graham, a true dandy, remarks that he prefers wicked women to good women, since good women bore him. He also has a strong opinion on morality: “A man who moralises is usually a hypocrite, and a woman who moralises is invariably plain” (Wilde 357). He blames women for men’s bad behaviour and with his remarks regarding the transformation of men, he challenges the hypocrisy of society.  He believes women prefer men who exhibit good behaviour. If men are bad, women will want to reform them. However, if men are good from the start they are not appealing: “if we are good, when they meet us, they don’t love us at all” (358). In addition, as soon as a man is reformed and shows good behaviour, a woman will leave him: “they like to find us quite irretrievably bad, and to leave us quite unattractively good” (358). This clearly shows the hypocrisy Wilde ascribes to society. Graham’s comments indicate that women secretly preferred to be with bad, immoral men. However, society disapproved of immorality, which made it hard for men to show any weaknesses in their characters. 
In Lady Windermere’s Fan, Lord Darlington seems a typical dandy, but he actually aspires to live a more conventional life. In the beginning of the play, Darlington takes on the typical role of the dandy. He often says “silly things” (Wilde 329) and does not seem to take much seriously. He challenges Lady Windermere on her opinion that one should not forgive mistakes of the past. He also does not believe that people are either good or bad. To Lord Darlington, life and marriage are a game. He even goes as far as saying that the game of marriage is “going out of fashion” (331). The other characters comment on him as never being serious, something he believes to be one of his “little vanities” (329). It is Lord Darlington who comforts Lady Windermere when she believes her husband to be unfaithful to her. However, Darlington has alternative motives in this case, since he wants Lady Windermere for his own. This is why he emphasises the negativity in her relationship and asks her to choose to live her own life. Darlington admires Lady Windermere’s innocence and purity and through her, he wants to recapture those qualities. He admits he has lost his innocence and comments that all men are “in the gutter,” but some of them are “looking at the stars” (358) which indicates that he, as Nassaar argues, “wants to recapture his own lost innocence” (22). It is interesting to note that if Lady Windermere was to elope with him, she would lose her innocence and Darlington would probably lose his interest in her. 
	In An Ideal Husband dandy Lord Goring also criticises society, but by delivering a conventional speech at the end of the play about the roles of men and women in society, this makes one wonder if he expresses Wilde’s own opinion. Goring does not seem to take anything seriously and for this reason often argues with his father, Lord Caversham. His father wants him to do something with his life, for example pursue a political career or get married. In the beginning of the play, this seems unattainable. Goring believes romance to be something for his seniors and life to be all about pleasure. Lord Goring is eager to contradict most of the things his father says. He does not wish to be married or start a career, because he is “far too young” (Wilde 475). He also mocks marriage: “if we men married the women we deserved, we should have a very bad time of it” (475). These are all quite unconventional ideas about marriage and life in general. However, in the final act, Goring delivers a speech which can be seen as conventional. Wilde introduces the monologue with the stage direction: “the philosopher that underlies the dandy” (484). Goring tells Lady Chiltern to support her husband in his decisions and ambitions because “a man’s life is of more value than a woman’s” (484). Some critics believe that it is not Wilde’s own voice which is heard here, since it contradicts his sympathy with women’s higher education, the work he did for The Woman’s World and progressive characters such as Mabel in An Ideal Husband (Eltis 160). In short, the dandies in both plays are cynical towards marriage and society. They do not take life very seriously and this shows in their comments. However, Lord Goring delivers a very conventional speech at the end of the play. In addition, Lord Darlington aspires to a more conventional life, which distances him from the other dandies.
	
3.7 In Short




4. The Importance of Being Earnest and Gender Roles

Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest was first performed in 1895. Some critics consider it a simple farce or a typical comedy of manners without any deeper meaning. In his 1947 book on Wilde, Edouard Roditi, for example, argues that the play “never transcends... the incomplete or the trivial” (Reinert 14). However, the play does display social commentary. The play deals, for example, with the hypocrisy of society, the demands laid on men and male dominance in marriage. To establish his commentary, Wilde creates a world of his own. According to Richard Foster, Wilde creates “an ‘as if’ world in which ‘real’ values are inverted, reason and unreason interchanged, and the probable defined by improbability” (19-20). In Earnest, Wilde’s society does not have hard and fast rules and the only figure with real authority, Lady Bracknell, also exhibits unconventional behaviour. Like Eltis argues, Earnest does not show “a civilized society temporarily disrupted, but a perfect anarchic state in which the characters live, luxuriating in its benevolent lack of rules, morals, and principles” (172). Wilde created an environment where existing ideas were mocked and questioned. The women show unconventional behaviour by being aggressive in their love lives and the men make up alternative identities to escape morality. Through his characters and their actions, Wilde criticises late Victorian society. In The Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde uses different stereotypical characters but reverses their traditional roles, which makes them unconventional and as a result, establishes a social commentary. 

4.1 The Women
With Gwendolen Fairfax, Wilde created a character who seems to be a typical Victorian woman at first glance. Gwendolen was raised in the city by her mother, Lady Bracknell, and has become “the sophisticated, fashionable woman of the town” (Eltis 182). Her mother has sheltered her from the dangers of the world and now, many years later, still tries to control her life. Due to her conventional, sheltered upbringing, Gwendolen believes she lives in “an age of ideals” (Wilde 497) and advocates self-improvement for this reason. Her mother made sure Gwendolen received a good education. It is emphasised on multiple occasions in the play that she is a “sensible, intellectual girl” (504). As outlined in the chapter on gender roles in Victorian England, it was not uncommon for upper class girls such as Gwendolen to receive a good education during their upbringing. Like a true Victorian, Gwendolen seems obedient to her mother. Lady Bracknell wants a good, preferably advantageous marriage for her daughter and is perfectly happy to interfere if things do not go as planned. Lady Bracknell forbids Gwendolen to marry Jack, which she seems to accept, at first. However, Gwendolen also shows signs of rebellion against her mother which are quite unconventional.
Even though Wilde portrays Gwendolen as a conventional character, much of her behaviour towards her mother suggests otherwise. Even though her upbringing should prevent her from doing so, Gwendolen is not afraid to contradict her mother. Unlike Agatha in Lady Windermere’s Fan, Gwendolen does not let her mother tell her where to sit and has a voice of her own. Wilde makes Gwendolen utter the same “yes, mamma” (Wilde 499) as phrased by Agatha in Lady Windermere’s Fan, but in Earnest, Gwendolen secretly blows kisses to Jack behind her mother’s back, which indicates she does not take her mother’s opinion very seriously. Furthermore, when her mother forbids her to marry Jack, Gwendolen returns to Jack to tell him: “although she [Lady Bracknell] may prevent us from becoming man and wife, and I may marry some one else, and marry often, nothing that she can possibly do can alter my eternal devotion to you” (503). So, while Gwendolen seems a sweet, innocent girl who obeys her mother, she is in fact perfectly capable of taking care of herself. She secretly opposes her mother’s opinion and besides that, she also manipulates Jack in his courtship. It is interesting to note that Lady Bracknell’s own behaviour towards men, whom she treats like useless, passive creatures, is exemplary for Gwendolen, which will show in the latter’s behaviour towards Jack.
Gwendolen is very unconventional in her predatory behaviour towards her suitor, Jack Worthing. In her conversations with Jack, she has the upper hand and guides him into the direction she wants to take. She gives him advice about love and almost forces him to propose to her. Normally, when a proposition was made, a woman only had the power of refusal, but Gwendolen tells Jack beforehand she is willing to accept him. When he still does not pop the question, she asks: “Mr Worthing, what have you got to say to me?” (Wilde 498). When Gwendolen finds out Jack is not really called Ernest, she is upset at first but is eager to confront him about his lie. While doing so, she literally puts the words in his mouth: “Mr Worthing, what explanation can you offer me for pretending to have a brother? Was it in order that you might have an opportunity of coming up to town to see me as often as possible?” (525). In short, Gwendolen is always in control during her conversations with Jack and guides him. As we saw earlier, Gwendolen remarks to Jack that even though they may never be married and she may marry other men, she will always be devoted to him. With this remark, she exhibits a “combination of actual female virtue with healthy appetites and urges” (Eltis 187), which was very unconventional in Wilde’s time. 
By making Gwendolen hold on to the artificial ideal of wanting to marry a man named Ernest, Wilde mocks the ideals of the upper classes in Victorian society. In a conversation she has with Jack, Gwendolen comments on the ideals of society. She knows these ideals from “the more expensive monthly magazines” (Wilde 497), which is a first sign of Wilde’s mockery. The comment suggests that one should believe everything written in a magazine rather than trust one’s own judgment on the matter. Gwendolen goes on by stating her own ideal: “my ideal has always been to love some one of the name of Ernest” (497). She believes a man with this name to be reliable, because the name is divine and has music in it. Gwendolen comments she was “destined” (497) to love Jack, even before she met him, simply because Algernon told her Jack’s name was Ernest. When she finds out he is in fact named Jack, her ideal is shattered and she is very disappointed and feels deceived. This notion of shattered ideals relates to Wilde’s earlier plays Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband, in which the wives were both disappointed by their husbands. In these plays, Wilde advocates a better understanding for the flaws and weaknesses of men and expresses a desire for women and society to lower the standards on men. In Earnest, Wilde does a similar thing by portraying Gwendolen’s rather ridiculous ideal.
According to Wilde, one of the most realistic characters in Earnest is Cecily Cardew, whose character balances between maidenly innocence and intelligence. She was raised in the country and was sheltered by her family and her Puritan governess, Miss Prism. According to Eltis, Cecily is the “natural, unspoilt country girl” (182). She is educated by Miss Prism, who teaches a variety of subjects, such as German and geology. Her innocence, due to her sheltered upbringing, becomes apparent when Algernon compliments her by comparing her to a rose. Cecily, in her innocence, responds by saying: “I don’t think it can be right for you to talk to me like that. Miss Prism never says such things to me” (Wilde 509). On the other hand, Cecily is very acute and has no problem sharing her feelings and expectations with Algernon. A comparison can be drawn between Cecily’s character and that of Lady Chiltern and Lady Windermere. In the latter’s cases, innocence meant ignorance. Once they found out (at least part of) the truth and their ideals were shattered, their worlds collapsed. Cecily, however, does not exhibit the same behaviour. As soon as she finds out Algernon is not really called Ernest, she and Gwendolen are drawn to each other. They do not seem particularly heart-broken, but rather willing to forgive the men. They confront the men and ask them for an explanation. However, they still hold on to their ideal about marrying a man named Ernest. The men are willing to be christened and their problems are solved. This shows Cecily’s other side; she has a plan for her life and makes sure she gets what she wants, especially when it comes to her love life.
Cecily is very unconventional in controlling her own love life and by playing a very active role in her courtship with Algernon. Before she personally knew him, she was in love with him because her guardian Jack told her of his wickedness. She is not disappointed when she meets him and when he starts flattering her, she acts shy at first, but quickly takes control of the situation and encourages him. She wants to copy his flatteries into her diary and asks him to dictate the words. When he says: “I have dared to love you, wildly, passionately, devotedly, hopelessly” (Wilde 515), she stops and corrects him by saying that: “I don’t think that you should tell me that you love me wildly, passionately, devotedly, hopelessly. Hopelessly doesn’t seem to make much sense, does it?” (515). Besides this obvious dominance in their conversations, she also tells Algernon that they have been engaged for quite some time. Determined to control her love life, she has bought herself a ring and sent herself letters in Algernon’s name. She also shows her superiority by addressing Algernon as “boy” (515) on many occasions. Like Gwendolen, Cecily shows a predatory attitude towards her suitor. She arranges their engagement and holds a power over Algernon. At the end of the play Cecily is told she cannot marry until she is thirty-five. Algernon is willing to wait, but Cecily is not, since she hates “waiting even five minutes for anybody” (530). As Eltis suggests, Cecily “rejects the role of eternally faithful maiden who waits patiently to be united with her beloved” (187), which can be considered quite unconventional. By giving both Gwendolen and Cecily the upper hand in the relationships with their suitors, Wilde purposely mocks male domination. 
Using Cecily’s fascination for wickedness in people as a vehicle, Wilde ridicules the existing idea that it was necessary to transform bad men into good men. Because of her sheltered upbringing, Cecily did not have much contact with other people besides her own relations, which caused her to fantasise about wickedness in people, a trait she does not know from her own character and from that of her relations. When she is about to meet Algernon, or Ernest as she believes, she hopes he will not disappoint her: “I have never met any really wicked person before. I feel rather frightened. I am so afraid he will look just like every one else” (Wilde 508). She is afraid her fantasy about a real wicked man will not come true. Cecily’s hopes and dreams of marrying a wicked man correspond with Cecil Graham’s dandyical comments in Lady Windermere’s Fan. He commented that women were only interested in bad men, so they could reform them. Algernon from Earnest literally asks Cecily to reform him, when he shares his fear of not being good enough for the world: “that is why I want you to reform me. You might make that your mission” (509). Cecily responds by saying she has no time that afternoon, so he should reform himself. Before he begins his transformation, she advises him to have a good meal. Wilde mocks the idea of transformation by having Cecily suggest that one is able to reform one’s life in an afternoon and one needs a good meal beforehand. Again, like in Lady Windermere’s Fan, Wilde comments on the hypocrisy of society. He ridicules the idea of transformation and according to him, it is not necessary to transform oneself, but for society to change its standards. Wilde uses Cecily’s fascination for wickedness to share this idea with his audience. 
By making both Gwendolen and Cecily hold on to the ideal of marrying a man named Ernest, who is not earnest in his behaviour, Wilde shows the double standard by which men and women were judged in the Victorian period. Like Gwendolen, Cecily hopes to marry a man named Ernest. According to Cecily, “there is something in that name that seems to inspire absolute confidence” (Wilde 516). The girls believe that a man who is named Ernest has a moral character and is reliable. However, they do not want their suitors to exhibit earnest behaviour all the time. Especially Cecily is fascinated by wickedness, which is why she fell in love with Algernon, who is described as her uncle Jack’s wicked young brother. Both Cecily and Gwendolen prefer a more experienced man, since they were not in the position to experience anything themselves because of their sheltered upbringing. This is the double standard Wilde refers to: it was immoral for women to be respectable and sexually experienced at the same time, while society tolerated any male indiscretions. Women sometimes even preferred men who had a little sexual experience. In short, Cecily and Gwendolen both want a man who is named Ernest, but who does not show earnest behaviour. 

4.2 The Men
Wilde comments on the hypocrisy of society through Jack Worthing, who presents himself as a highly moral character, but who is actually hypocritical by taking on a different identity to escape his moral life. Without any knowledge of his real relations, Jack was found as a baby by the rich Thomas Cardew. The latter has raised Jack to become a respectable man with stern ideas about morality. He has become a major landowner and a public figure in Hertfordshire, where his country estate is. In the play, Jack often comments on morality and proper behaviour. Jack believes, for example, it is “ungentlemanly” (Wilde 491) of Algernon to read the inside of his private cigarette case. After Thomas Cardew died, Jack became guardian to Cardew’s grand-daughter Cecily. To set an example for Cecily, Jack thinks it is necessary “to adopt a high moral tone on all subjects” (Wilde 492). However, Jack is not as moral as he wants to appear. In the first act, Jack admits he takes on the identity of his imaginary brother Ernest whenever he visits London. In contrast to the honest, dutiful Jack he pretends to be in the country, Ernest “gets into the most dreadful scrapes” (Wilde 493) and is said to be irresponsible and wicked. Jack justifies his two identities by saying he needs to set an example for Cecily on the one hand, but, on the other hand, “a high moral tone can hardly be said to conduce very much to either one’s health or one’s happiness” (Wilde 492). With Jack, Wilde comments on the perfection that was asked of men. Like in An Ideal Husband and Lady Windermere’s Fan, Wilde suggests that no one is perfect and even a supposedly moral character like Jack has flaws. However, because society expects him to be on his best behaviour at all times, he believes he is forced to take on a different identity. This is hypocritical in itself, since Jack lies to his friends and family about his real identity. In addition, after Algernon confronts him about his hypocrisy, he still denies it. 
	Algernon Montcrieff is the dandy of the play, who challenges existing values and has no sense of morality. He is portrayed as an overdressed, witty, charming bachelor. From time to time he comments on society and for example, the institute of marriage: “It is very romantic to be in love. But there is nothing romantic about a definite proposal” (Wilde 490). Algernon sees marriage as business and believes romance to be over when a proposal is accepted. With perfect irony, he also believes it to be “scandalous” (493) for a wife to flirt with her own husband. Besides these and other comments about society, Algernon never follows any moral conventions. This in contrast to dandies like Lord Goring from An Ideal Husband and Lord Darlington from Lady Windermere’s Fan, who also uttered many comments on society, but chose the conventional side of morality at the end of their play. The fact that Algernon does not show any clear sign of morality and merely wants to live a free, merry life, contributes to the idea that Earnest’s society has no real rules or authority. Wilde contrasts real London society with the world of Earnest by mocking and reversing its values and rules; for example women are predatory and men are their prey. There seem to be no hard and fast rules, which is why it is possible for Algernon to live his life the way he wants to. 
Wilde also makes it possible for Algernon to live a double life by having the latter come up with a scheme that makes it possible to escape his real life. Algernon has made up a weak, invalid friend named Bunbury, who serves as an excuse for him to be able to leave for the country or to miss social obligations. Unlike Jack, Algernon does not seem to have a high moral character and does not seem willing to attain such a character. For example, Jack comments on Cecily as showing “motives of respect that you [Algernon] could not possibly appreciate” (Wilde 492). Algernon is perfectly aware he is being hypocritical with his Bunburying, but instead of being bothered by it, like Jack is by his own hypocrisy, Algernon seems to take pride in it. Similar to Jack’s situation, Wilde comments on the expectations of society. It is for this reason he makes Cecily say to Algernon: “I hope you have not been leading a double life, pretending to be wicked and being really good all the time. That would be hypocrisy” (508). One can connect the idea of hypocrisy to Wilde’s own life, because he was also leading a double life. On the one hand he was a married man with a family, on the other hand he preferred the company of men. Indirectly, Wilde asked for a better understanding of himself and his own situation (Craft 29).

4.3 The Older Generation
Even though Lady Bracknell represents the older generation and with that, the existing values of London society, she also shows unconventional behaviour. In the beginning of the play, Lady Bracknell seems the typical “draconian older woman… the unsympathetic but essential figure of authority” (Eltis 177). She wants to control her daughter’s life and disapproves of Jack as a suitor. She judges people by their relations and by their status in society, which is why she disapproves of Jack at first. However, Lady Bracknell does not always exhibit conventional behaviour. In act one, she interrogates Jack to see if he is a possible candidate to marry Gwendolen. When Jack tells her he smokes, she is pleased, since “a man should have an occupation of some kind” (Wilde 499). In addition, when Jack declares he knows nothing, she responds by saying: “I am pleased to hear it. I do not approve of anything that tampers with natural ignorance” (499). In this case, she reacts quite unexpectedly to Jack’s answers, given her Victorian conventionality (Eltis 181). Lady Bracknell’s preference for male ignorance also shows in her behaviour towards her husband, whom she shelters and treats like a child. Eltis argues: “Lady Bracknell regards men as essentially useless and ornamental creatures” (181). Here, Wilde again reverses gender roles, since women were usually regarded as useless and passive. 
By purposely having Lord Bracknell play a passive role in the play, Wilde mocks the existing Victorian idea of male dominance. Lord Bracknell is physically absent from the play and is therefore only referred to and does not have the chance to speak for himself. Lady Bracknell and Gwendolen both refer to him as if he is a child or to some extent, an idiot. Lady Bracknell, for example, comments that Algernon’s absence from her dinner will force her husband to dine “upstairs” (Wilde 496), which suggests he normally eats his dinner downstairs with the servants in the kitchen. Gwendolen, in her turn, comments that her father is “entirely unknown” (518) outside of the family and believes that “is quite as it should be” (518), since the domestic sphere is “the proper sphere for the man” (518). These comments also invert the ascribed gender roles for men and women. Furthermore, when Lady Bracknell forbids Jack and Algernon to be baptised, she claims: “Lord Bracknell would be highly displeased if he learned that that was the way in which you wasted your time and money” (Wilde 530). This suggests that Lady Bracknell believes Lord Bracknell to be the moral authority in their household, which would normally have been the wife. In addition, Lady Bracknell is the one who thinks of practical matters, such as finding a wealthy man for Cecily. With these comments, Wilde purposely reverses existing gender roles. Instead of the women being weak, passive figures, they are aggressive and self-confident. Men, on the other hand, are easily influenced and are not able to dominate the women of the play. 
Even though Miss Prism’s character is the innocent, Puritan governess, she turns out to be less conventional than one might think. Miss Prism works as Cecily Cardew’s governess and is therefore expected to show moral behaviour. She corrects Cecily when wrong and defends the, in her eyes, respectable Jack Worthing, when Cecily claims he is too serious. Miss Prism is a true moraliser, which shows in her comments about Jack’s alleged brother. Jack warned them that his brother has a weak character and Miss Prism condemns the brother for this reason. However, Miss Prism also made some mistakes in her past. Many years before, she had to take care of a baby, but was distracted and lost the baby because she was writing a three-volume novel. Unlike a true, moral Puritan she was careless and forgot her duty. Miss Prism tries to portray herself as a moral character, but her actions speak otherwise. Furthermore, Cecily constantly questions Miss Prism’s view on matters, which shows Wilde’s own opinion on morality. Cecily, for example, does not wish to study German and believes it a good idea for Jack’s immoral brother to visit them in the country. These are just two examples of the way in which Cecily undermines Miss Prism’s authority. In addition, in Earnest Wilde has created an environment in which no one is able to take charge and make rules, which would explain why no one listens to Miss Prism. 

4.4 In Short






Oscar Wilde’s work displays much commentary on Victorian gender roles. Much of his comments on traditional gender roles relate to the themes of his own life, such as the perfection that was demanded of people. Wilde grew up in the Victorian period when gender roles were clear-cut. Men took care of the public task and women were confined to the home. Therefore, the level of education concerning men and women was different; young men received a good education at public schools and universities, while young women were often educated at home by their governesses. From a young age onwards, Wilde chose not to follow conventions. During his marriage he started leading a double life; on the one hand he was a loving father, on the other hand he had romantic relations with several young men. Wilde felt society forced him to lead this secret life, since homosexuality was forbidden. Much of his opinion on society and its ideals can be found in his plays. 
In Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband, Wilde comments on the hypocrisy of society and the sheltering of women during their upbringing. He uses his female characters, Lady Chiltern and Lady Windermere, to serve this purpose. They are both Puritan women, who were sheltered during their upbringing and represent the stern morality of society. Both women hold on to artificial ideas and Wilde lets his audience see what happens if these ideals are shattered. Because Lady Chiltern and Lady Windermere were both kept ignorant, their worlds are turned upside down when they learn the truth. Lady Windermere, for example, almost leaves her husband for another man. Wilde shows that if women are sheltered during their upbringing, they may behave very strangely when the truth was revealed to them. He also shows this by mocking the older generation, such as the Duchess of Berwick from Lady Windermere’s Fan, who controls the life of her daughter Agatha. Wilde suggests that her life will turn out to be quite like that of Lady Windermere. 
In Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband, Wilde comments on the ideals 
women and society held about men. In both plays, the women idealise their husbands. Lady Windermere believes her husband to be flawed for having an affair with Mrs Erlynne, which is not true. Lady Chiltern finds out that her husband’s political career was based on a lie. Their ideals are shattered and they seem unable to forgive their husbands because of their Puritan beliefs. In An Ideal Husband, Sir Robert Chiltern lectures his wife on the ideals of women. He believes women should accept the fact that men have flaws, just like men accept weaknesses in women. Wilde also comments on male morals in the two plays. Men are believed to be immoral and selfish. Wilde questions the perfection society demanded of men and challenges the existing norm with his immoral characters. He believes society has to accept that no one is perfect in order to create a better understanding for one another. 
	Wilde makes his dandies constantly question and mock society. Lord Darlington in Lady Windermere’s Fan attacks conventions and the institute of marriage, while Lord Goring in An Ideal Husband mostly opposes his father, who represents the existing norms and the older generation. Wilde also introduces a new woman, in a positive light, into the play, which relates to his ideas about women’s emancipation and his work for The Women’s World. 
However, both An Ideal Husband and Lady Windermere’s Fan end on a traditional
note. In the two plays, the wives return to their husbands after a short period of doubt. They are both convinced by conventional arguments to do this, such as the idea that women needed to fulfil a role as a loving wife and mother. This reinforces the stereotype that women belonged in the domestic sphere and men in the public. Even though Wilde advocated women’s rights in his work for The Women’s World, he contradicts this by these traditional endings.  
In The Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde turns society upside down. He creates a world of his own in which the traditional roles of his characters are reversed. The women, for example, are both predatory in their love lives. Cecily and Gwendolen are both determined to marry a man named Ernest. Once they have found their suitors, whom they believe are called Ernest, they manipulate the men to propose to them. Or, in Cecily’s case, she announces to Algernon, that she and he have been engaged for a few months. Other characters, such as Lady Bracknell and Lord Bracknell, also contribute to the reversal of traditional gender roles. Lord Bracknell is portrayed as a sickly, domestic husband, while Lady Bracknell performs the public task of the family. With this reversal of gender roles, Wilde suggests that the traditional gender roles do not exist any more. Women can be predatory and men can be domestic. 
Wilde criticises ideals held by women by making Cecily and Gwendolen both express the wish to marry a man named Ernest, who is not actually earnest in his behaviour. The girls believe a man named Ernest to be perfect. The name suggests the man is reliable and moral, but at the same time, the girls also want a man who has a little experience in life. Wilde suggests they pursue a silly ideal, because the girls judge men merely by their names. In addition, Wilde also mocks Cecily’s fascination with wickedness in people. She is delighted to hear that Algernon does not follow conventions and is attracted to him for this reason. However, Algernon wants to change and asks Cecily to reform him. Wilde mocks the idea of the transformation of men by letting Cecily suggest it can be done in one afternoon. These notions all connect to the double standard of the Victorian period. Cecily and Gwendolen actually prefer a man who is sexually experienced. However, they do want a man named Ernest, which shows they want a moral, respectable man. 
Wilde criticises the hypocrisy of society by having Algernon and Jack both come up with a scheme to escape their lives. Jack, who wants the world to see him as a moral person, feels the need the escape this moral life from time to time and feels he does not have any other option than to act on behalf of his imaginary brother Ernest. Algernon does not believe himself to be a moral person, but uses an imaginary friend to be able to miss social obligations. Wilde suggests society demanded their men to be on their best behaviour at all times. He acknowledges that this was an impossible task, since no one is perfect. Therefore, he questions Victorian conventions and asks society to lower its standards. 
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